U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs N ews Re I e a Se

Veterans Health Administration VA Boston Healthcare System
Boston Healthcare System 1400 VFW Parkway
West Roxbury, MA 02132
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE Contact: Winfield S. Danielson Il
617-435-7809
Jan. 12,2022 winfield.danielsoniii@va.gov

Written Exposure Therapy Effective for Service Members with PTSD

BOSTON — New research published Tuesday on JAMA Network Open suggests that written exposure
therapy, a five-session treatment, is equally effective for military service members suffering from

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, known as PTSD, as the more time-intensive cognitive processing therapy.

“PTSD is more common among Veterans and military service members, and in this treatment study, the
dropout rate rates for written exposure therapy were significantly lower than for cognitive processing therapy,
while the difference in PTSD outcome was not statistically significant,” said the paper’s lead author, Dr. Denise
M. Sloan, a VA Boston psychologist who is associate director for the Behavioral Science Division of the
National Center for PTSD, and a professor of psychiatry at the Boston University School of Medicine. “This
suggests that written exposure therapy can be an efficient treatment option for military service members

suffering from PTSD.”

Written exposure therapy is an approach where the patient repeatedly writes about a traumatic event, and
the therapist focuses on the patients’ experiences while writing about the trauma, rather than the event itself.

The therapy has demonstrated effectiveness, but prior clinical treatment studies focused on civilian samples.

In this trial, the written exposure therapy treatment consisted of five weekly sessions with no in-between
session assignments, while cognitive processing therapy consisted of 12 twice-weekly sessions with between
session assignments. Overall, 169 active-duty service members participated in the study, more than 80
percent of whom were male and over 98 percent were serving in the Army. Participants were randomly

assigned to written exposure therapy or cognitive processing therapy.

The trial supported written exposure therapy as an effective and more efficient treatment option for service
members with PTSD, with significantly lower dropout rates; treatment dropout rates were 24 percent for
written exposure therapy and 45 percent for cognitive processing therapy. The paper recommended future
research to determine which patients benefit from written exposure therapy and which do not, to maximize

treatment outcomes.
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The paper is available at

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2787933.

For more information on written exposure therapy, visit

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/understand tx/written exposure therapy.asp.

For more information on treatment available for Veterans with PTSD, visit www.ptsd.va.gov.

Dr. Denise M. Sloan, VA Boston psychologist, associate director for the Behavioral Science
Division of the National Center for PTSD, and a professor of psychiatry at the Boston

University School of Medicine. (Photo courtesy of Dr. Sloan)
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